Taken together, Robert Putnam's work on the decline of social capital (2000) and Juliet Schor's insights about the rise of "the new consumerism" (1999) suggest a shift in values in which our responsibilities as citizens have taken a backseat to our desires as consumers. This article complicates this shift in civic and consumer culture by examining generational differences in overconsumption, competitive consumption, and conscious consumption between 1994 and 2004. Using survey proxies for these concepts from the annual DDB Needham Life Style Study, we find that Generation X exhibits the highest rates of overconsumption and competitive consumption while also displaying the lowest rates of conscious consumption. Notably, the trends for these three aspects of consumer behavior vary in terms of overtime stability, general tendency, and economic responsiveness. These differing patterns of spending and consumption PRE-PUBLICATION DRAFT -ALL RIGHTS RESERVED have far reaching implications for society as a whole, particularly as the Civic Generation fades, the Boomers move out of the workforce, and Generation X becomes mature and culturally dominant. 
preoccupation with materialism. We seek the latest fashion trends, lavish furnishings, exotic vacations, and the most recent technological innovations. Along this line, research conducted by Fournier and Guiry (1993) revealed that most Americans have an active wish list of things they would like to own and that they anticipate, even dream about, acquiring these things. Moreover, according to Advertising Age's American Consumer Project, even in a down economy, consumer desire for new products remains high (Carmichael 2011).
The crux of Schor's (1999) argument is that underlying this shopping addiction, beyond an innate drive for materialism, is perhaps an even stronger drive for status. The acquisition of material goods is seen as one of the strongest measures of social success and achievement and is a key indicator of social positioning, real or aspired (Bell, Holbrook, and Solomon 1991; Bourdieu 1984; Friedland et al. 2007; McCracken 1988; O'Shaughnessy 1992; Packard 1959) .
In Theory of the Leisure Class, Veblen (1967) illustrated how conspicuous displays of lavish consumption provided a means for the rich to demonstrate their wealth and position themselves among the upper echelons of society. Moreover, Veblen (1967) argued for a trickledown flow of consumption in which members of society sought to climb the social ladder by emulating those one rung above them, providing that they had the means to do so. Consumption was driven by upward mobility. Bourdieu (1984) , among others, expanded on these ideas, focusing mainly on how social positioning structures consumption, and vice versa, with taste providing a form of distinction that enables individuals to distinguish themselves from others. Schor (1999) further extends these arguments on social positioning, explaining that the 1920s brought a new model of diffusion. The rise of the prosperous middle class along with the emergence of mass-produced consumer goods brought a new kind of urgency, an obsession with "keeping up." Fueled by a desire to belong, Americans engaged in social comparison with those PRE-PUBLICATION DRAFT -ALL RIGHTS RESERVED most proximal to them, their neighbors. However, Schor (1999) illustrates a pattern of changing reference groups, beginning in the 1970s, as an increasingly economically diverse set of people were brought into the social radar, first by women's mass entry into the workforce and second by the ability of advertisers to reach a mass audience through television.
In diagnosing the "new consumerism," Schor (1999) builds on these arguments to suggest that Americans' preoccupation with status and upscale spending can be traced to this diversification in reference groups. No longer do we simply strive to acquire the things our neighbors or even our co-workers own. Instead, we strive to emulate the extravagant lifestyles of our favorite TV characters and celebrities. The success of celebrity product endorsements is seen as evidence of the desire among modern consumers to purchase products partly or solely to emulate the rich and famous (Schor 2000).
Schor's (1999) observation here squares nicely with Meyrowitz' (1985) and Giddens's (1991) discussions of how electronically mediated interactions have greatly altered the social conditions of our everyday lives by granting us access to information that would otherwise be restricted. Giddens (1991) argues, "The mass media routinely present modes of life to which, it is implied, everyone should aspire; the lifestyles of the affluent are, in one form or another, made open to view and portrayed as worthy of emulation" (p. 199). Indeed, the mass media open up a window to the highbrow tastes enjoyed by those rich in economic and cultural capital, thereby creating a culture of desire. Moreover, Giddens (1991) explains that "consumption of the 'right' kinds of goods"-i.e., those promoted through advertising and mass media-becomes an important means by which individuals can obtain "attractiveness, beauty and personal popularity" (Giddens 1991; see also Schor 1999). Under this view, the "project of the self" is undertaken as a commodified experience (Giddens 1991).
In essence, "Keeping up with the Joneses" has given way to a more aspirational goal of "Keeping up with the Kardashians," and the availability of easy credit means this aspiration may be realized: "Through the magic of plastic, anyone can buy designer anything, at the trendiest retail shop or at outlet prices. That's the new consumerism. And its siren is hard to resist" (Schor 1999, 5) . Indeed, the need for status and distinction has come at a high price to consumers themselves, and also to society at large. First, our preoccupation with upscale emulation leads inevitably to a downward spiral of overspending. To support such high levels of consumption, we deplete our savings, we borrow, and in turn, we incur large amounts of debt (Schor 1999). According to Schor (1999) , about onethird of Americans are at least moderately in debt. We also work longer hours to maintain our current lifestyle, resulting in stress, exhaustion, and an overall decreased quality of life ( Second, our high rate of consumption has taken a significant toll on the environment. In the name of consumption, we are rapidly depleting the earth's natural resources, adding a significant amount of greenhouse gasses into the atmosphere and generating enormous amounts of waste (Frith and Mueller 2003) . Moreover, when we take into account the conditions of production, we are also faced with the ethical issues of human rights (e.g., sweatshop labor) and animal rights violations (e.g., animal testing) (Micheletti 2010; Schor 2000) . the bulk of our discussion on our findings regarding Generation X, though this group can only be understood in relation to the two older cohorts and their consumption patterns.
The acceptance of and reliance on credit by Generation X, regardless of the economic realities surrounding them, is cause for concern. It may be that the time frame we examined is idiosyncratic, or that perceptions of personal debt differ across cohorts, but based on the 10-year period we examined, it is apparent that Generation X is determined to spend at high levels, regardless of what tomorrow may bring. The differences between Gen-Xers, Baby Boomers, and the Civic Generation remained consistent despite economic and political changes during this period.
Looking at the early adoption of products as an indicator of competitive consumption, we again found that Generation X exceeds the previous generations in their willingness to splurge on products that identify them as standing out "in the right way" (Schor 1999). Moreover, we observed that technological innovation and a strong economy in the late 1990s corresponded to a sharp peak in incidence of early adoption across all three generations. We argue that large pools of investment in technological innovation, a rapid rate of research and development, and the increased availability and improved quality of "digital devices" (e.g., mobile phones, laptop computers, and digital cameras) all contributed to consumer displays of status through the early adoption of these innovative items. All this changed with the economic downturn that accompanied the bursting of the "dot-com bubble" in early 2000, with all three generational groups exhibiting a reduction in early adoption. Particularly notable, however, was the tendency for Generation X to reestablish a higher baseline following the initial spike and downturn.
Moving on to conscious consumption, we saw all three cohorts declining steadily from generations, although the generational differences are not nearly as stark as with personal debt or early adoption. This finding departs from trends observed by Zukin et al. (2006) , who assert that Generation X leads the way in conscious consumption practices, slightly outpacing Baby Boomers in "buycotting" behavior, and far outpacing the Civic Generation in both boycotting and "buycotting" (see also Dalton 2009). This difference may lie in part in our indicators of conscious consumption. Whereas our analysis examined conscious consumption as the purchase of natural products and products that support charitable causes, Zukin et al. (2006) asked respondents how often they purchased products because they liked the social or political values of the company. It could be that asking about "buycotting" more generally results in overreporting, or it could be the case that members of the younger generations direct their conscious consumption efforts toward addressing other issues, such as human rights (e.g., boycotting companies that use sweatshop or child labor, "buycotting" fair trade products). The steady decline may be an indicator of the broader erosion of civic-mindedness that Putnam (2000) diagnosed as a symptom of the loss of social capital, which would be consistent with the generational differences. Additional research is needed to examine these observed trends.
Together, these trends tell an alarming story for Generation X. First, members of this generation report an incidence of debt and overspending that far exceeds the previous generations. Aside from the obvious financial dangers posed by remaining in a continuous state of debt, a host of emotional and physical dangers have been shown to plague those heavily in debt (Frith and Mueller 2003; Schor 1999) . Additionally, the focus of this generation on status consumption as opposed to prosocial consumption as a means for distinction and identity construction serves to further separate them from preceding generations. The lack of significant interactions between generation and year illustrates the robust nature of this cohort effect.
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Indeed, the trends here show generation plays an important role in shaping consumption norms.
Although our focus in this article has been on cohort effects, we acknowledge that life cycle effects may also be in play. Thus, future research might also examine whether the spending and consumption patterns displayed by Generation X continue as they move closer to retirement.
Future research should also examine overspending, competitive consumption, and conscious consumption over time among members of Generation Y, the cohort following Generation X.
This generation (Y)-which grew up amid the digital revolution, Columbine, celebrity scandal, and reality TV-has been described as having high amounts of disposable income that they are prone to spend, making them a highly desirable target for marketers (Paul 2001) . Moreover, members of this generation have been the focus of marketers since a very young age (Schlosser 2002). Thus, we might expect their incidence of overconsumption and competitive consumption behaviors to match, even exceed, that of Generation X. At the same time, this generation has also been described as seeking fulfillment in activities that allow for public value expression, such as through conscious consumption (Bennett 2008; Zukin et al. 2006) . It remains to be seen whether Generation Y will mirror Generation X in its consumption, or whether its members will engage in more responsible consumption practices as they progress through adulthood.
